
Proposals to bridge Saanich Inlet got public attention when the
Malahat Corridor Study first came to light during a series of
public meetings in the last couple of months (Island Tides,
June 15). These alternatives would involve expenditures of
more than a billion dollars to provide an alternative route to the
Malahat, which is sometimes blocked due to bad weather,
accidents, or both. The Malahat is the only highway route
between the Victoria area and the remainder of Vancouver
Island.

Alternatives to bridging are also under consideration by the
study; some are alternate routes, some improve traffic flow on
the Malahat itself. And the Victoria Transport Policy Institute
(VTPI) is asking: ‘Why spend a billion dollars if a five million
dollar solution is better overall?’

Current planning, says the VTPI, tends to undervalue an
approach which would combine a combination of transit and
vanpool service improvements, support strategies, and
incremental roadway improvements.

Alternatives
Most of the alternatives under consideration involve new
highway construction. This, says VTPI, is a direct result of an
emphasis on reliability as the most important factor needing
improvement on the Malahat corridor, and the assumption that
additional highway capacity can only be achieved by building
new highways according to traditional roadway engineering
standards.

As a result, the full list of alternatives includes not only three
Saanich Inlet bridge options (the three most expensive options,
by the way), but also brand new highway route proposals
labeled Near West, E&N right-of-way, Niagara Main, Couplet,
Shawnigan, and Far West. These, together with a proposal to
double-deck the existing highway, are the next most expensive
alternatives, costing between $250 million to $1.5 billion.
Widening or just making improvements to the existing highway
would have an estimated capital cost of $200 to $400 million.

By contrast, capacity improvements involving improved
transit, passenger ferries, improved car ferries, and expansion
of existing railway facilities cost much less than the highway
options.

Cost Per Trip
VTPI has carried out an interesting cost analysis which reduces
each of the options to a ‘cost per additional trip.’ Once again,
the new bridges are the most expensive alternatives, followed at
a distance by the building of a commuter railway, the Far West
highway proposal and double-decking the present road. 

But these are all tremendously costly compared to VTPI’s
proposed combination of transit/vanpool support strategies
plus incremental roadway improvements to reduce crashes and
improve reliability. This would be combined with
Transportation Demand Management (TDM) strategies such as
High Occupancy Vehicles (HOV) lanes, access management, and
commute trip reduction schemes. It points out that these
strategies should be implemented even during highway
construction, because construction causes congestion and there
is a need to increase mobility for non-drivers.

Transit Strategies
In its most aggressive proposal, VTPI proposes that bus service
be provided from Duncan and Nanaimo on ten-minute
headways, with a fare of $2 from Victoria to Duncan, and $3 to
Nanaimo (this contrasts markedly with the present service
which provides six trips per day between Duncan and Victoria
with a $22.50 one-way fare). This would be combined with a
50% vanpool subsidy ($25–50 typical monthly fee), commute
trip reduction covering 60% of commuters, HOV lanes, a $2-3
peak-period road-user fee, and aggressive marketing,
management, and road-user information. VTPI also proposes
pay-as-you-drive car insurance, station cars for rent by the hour
at transit stations, and paying commuters not to use parking (a
sort of reverse parking charge). The cost is estimated at $3-5
million per year.

These strategies, says VTPI, are typically undervalued,
because it is assumed that they won’t work, and that few
travellers will take advantage of them. But on the Malahat,
which is described as a long, stressful, and costly drive, with a
major portion of peak-period trips to commercial facilities,
medical centres and campuses, VTPI estimates that a 20-30%
shift in travel habits could be achieved and new highway
building unnecessary.

The imposition of tolls without constructing new roads is, of
course, contrary to present practice.

Benefits
The current study considers only the Malahat itself. The
proposed VTPI strategies would have beneficial effects
throughout the area, including reduced traveller stress, reduced
crashes, reduced parking congestion, reduced energy
consumption, reduced pollution, reduced consumer costs, and
more alternatives for non-drivers.

The strategies would also provide an opportunity to reduce
sprawl and encourage compact, urban development. Some
critics have noted that the construction of new highways,
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particularly to the west, would open up vast tracts of former
forest land for subdivision development. New roads, it has been
noted, tend to generate their own traffic, both on the new roads
and on connected existing roads.

VTPI points out that the combination of transit, vanpool, and

TDM is by far the lowest cost option from a taxpayer point of
view; and it also improves mobility for non-drivers and lower-
income residents. The strategy will be needed, they say, even if
new highways are eventually built, so why not start now? Even

without a billion dollars. 0
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